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In the aftermath of the first World War, de Stijl 
emerged as a movement that aimed to create a 
new art for the society of the future. Artists during 
this time felt that they were on the cusp of the 
formation of a new world and that their work would 
separate itself from the old and embrace the new. 
Introduction Though painting was the initial medium through 
which the de Stijl was realized, it later grew to en-
compass other disciplines such as furniture design, 
sculpture, and architecture. Architecture during this 
period became largely influenced by neoplastic 
painting, both formally and spatially. These neo-
plastic ideals resonate within projects such as the 
Schroeder House by Rietveld, Hilversum Town Hall 
by Dudok, and Eisenman’s House Series. 
1. Paintings can only make use of the primary 
colors, red blue, and yellow, and the non-colors, 
black, gray, and white. 
3. All symmetry within a composition shall be 
excluded.
4.Though planes and lines may differ in size and 
color, they must be considered in relation to one 
another and the composition as a whole, so as to 
achieve a state of equilibrium. 
2. Lines must be either horizontal or vertical, with 
right angles. 
The reductive quality of neoplastic painting was 
largely in response to the uncertain and tumultuous 
time immediately preceding the war. By creating 
work that was highly abstracted, it expressed a 
sense of absoluteness and shifted it’s focus from 
that of the individual to that of the collective. In do-
ing this, the work began to participate in a dialogue 
with the universal. 
Followers of de Stijl  advocated for the collabora-
tion between the arts 
The impact that painting and architecture has had 
on each other is undeniable and each art aims to 
achieve a similar result, “Their common goal is 
to express an abstract, spiritual content through 
harmonious, pure and beautiful material form.”3 
The closeness in intent enables each to inform the 
other. This established relationship will serve as the 
point of departure for this investigation. 
“There is an old and new consciousness of time. 
The old is connected with the individual. The new is 
connected with the universal.”1
De Stijl’s underlying aesthetic framework of neo-
plasticism was responsible for the radically abstract 
nature of the work. The general principles of neo-
plasticism determine that:
“...they aimed to bring about the purification of 
the different fields of the arts, such as painting, 
sculpture, and architecture (and later literature and 
music) by searching for the most fundamental ele-
ments of each separate field of art and then uniting 
these elements in a well-balanced relationship.”2 
But this was not the first interaction between paint-
ing and architecture. Linkages between the two 
disciplines date back to antiquity. Following this, 
Renaissance, Cubist and Purist painting styles have 
all had their respective hand in shaping various 
forms of architecture during their prominence. 
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Contention
Project Statement
The contention of this thesis is that there is much 
untapped potential in the unfinished project that is 
neo-plasticism. As a result, there is value in extend-
ing these principles into a modern context, apply-
ing them to a contemporary architectural project. 
This extension will attempt to illustrate the greater 
potential of neo-plasticism as an aesthetic system.
Neo-plasticism was the artistic ideology that 
underlay the movement known as de Stijl. Officially 
formed in 1917, as the First World War was drawing 
to a close, it flourished mainly in the Netherlands, 
but eventually faded out, most likely a result of 
Theo van Doesburg’s (aka Christian Emil Marie Küp-
per) passing in 1931. And though the movement 
was radical and dynamic, it was short-lived, ending 
before realizing its full potential. The movement 
advocated for a separation from the natural world 
as by means of abstraction. In this the work took on 
a more universal meaning. Though these concepts 
began to make their way into other artistic disci-
plines, they were not fully realized, a result of the 
brief time de Stijl was an active movement. As such, 
there is still much value in this exercise.
This thesis will apply the principles of neo-plasticism 
to a contemporary building and site. The aim of this 
project is to extend de Stijl architecture into a con-
temporary context, making use of modern building 
methods and materials in an effort to express the 
full potential of the neoplastic project. 
In order to achieve this one must select a site that 
is contextually scarce as well as one that will allow 
the building to be experienced from all sides. A site 
that is not contextually rich will enable a sense of 
self-referentiality within the project which is a critical 
theme to address in neoplastic work. As such, the 
building will assume an autonomous role, distanc-
ing itself from exterior phenomena. A site that also 
allows the building to be viewed from all sides 
will further promote the sense that the building is 
completely independent as well as evoke a sense 
of weightlessness that is so imperative to de Stijl 
works. 
A building will serve as the vehicle for testing this 
contention, as this project aims to apply principles 
of neo-plasticism to architecture. In this, it will be 
important to understand the formal and spatial 
potential provided by the use of newer materials 
and building methods. Fully understanding these 
possibilities will enable one to meet and exceed 
the general principles outlined the neo-plastic 
manifesto. 
Initially, neo-plasticism was applied solely to the 
plastic art of painting, but de Stijl artists advocated 
for the unification of the arts and neo-plasticism 
grew to encompass disciplines such as sculpture, 
furniture making, and architecture. There was much 
debate among the artists as to whether neo-plas-
ticism was an ideology that could be realized in its 
full potential in these other art forms, specifically 
architecture. The painter Piet Mondrian was very 
critical of this overlap claiming that
“The so-called practice could never produce an 
architecture as neo-plasticism. Only an entirely new 
practice could do this. And this practice is com-
pletely inaccessible to us in the present circum-
stances.”4
Even so, there were others who felt this transition 
was possible, namely the architects led by Gerrit Ri-
etveld, J.J.P. Oud, and Robt van’t Hoff. Their mixed 
success in applying these principles to the built 
environment was not so much a failure of vision 
as it was a result of the limitations of the building 
techniques available at the time.
During the 1920’s there were great advancements 
in building technology and building materials and 
architects began to take advantage of the new-
found formal and spatial possibilities this afforded 
them. Though this advancement was beneficial at 
the time, it does not compare to the current state of 
advanced building techniques. 
Given the progress in building technologies since 
the 1920’s, it can be argued that, in its current state, 
architecture would be able to more fully address 
the core objectives of neo-plasticism as outlined 
in the 1917 manifesto. Applying the principles of 
neo-plasticism to a contemporary architecture proj-
ect would allow for a greater capacity of formal and 
spatial freedom, illustrating the true potential of de 
Stijl architecture.
It is my contention that the limitations of these 
building methods may have played a significant 
role in why neo-plasticism was never fully realized in 
architecture.
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Glossary
Abstraction
Contemporary
Defamiliarization
De Stijl
1. the act of obtaining or removing something from 
a source, the act of abstracting something 
2. a general idea or quality rather than an actual 
person, object, or event, an abstract idea or quality 
Sensations that vary within each individual based on 
their cultural or hereditary capital
The properties of an entity’s physical presence
1. happening or beginning now or in recent times 
2. existing or happening in the same time period 
3. from the same time period
to present or render in an unfamiliar artistic form 
usually to stimulate fresh perception
a school of art founded in Holland in 1917 typically 
using rectangular forms and the primary colors plus 
black and white and asymmetric balance
Neoplasticism
a style of abstract painting developed by Piet 
Mondrian, using only vertical and horizontal lines 
and rectangular shapes in black, white, gray, and 
primary colors
the manipulation of space, material, and light and 
shadow to create a memorable encounter
through an impact on the human senses
Phenomenal Transparency
Phenomenology
Primary Sensation
Feelings that are universal in all human beings
Secondary Sensation
Objecthood
a continuous dialectic between fact and implication, 
the reality of deep space is constantly opposed to 
the inference of shallow space; and by means of the 
resultant tension, reading after reading is enforced
04
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Before discussing de Stijl, it is important 
to become familiar with earlier works that 
influenced and served as its point of de-
parture. Here we will focus on its relation-
ship to Cubist and Suprematist painting. 
Cubist painting and its preoccupation with 
abstracted form were at the roots of the 
de Stijl aesthetic. Artists would initially 
start with a subject or subjects upon which 
their compositions were based. Within 
a single composition, the artist would 
attempt to portray their subject in several 
aspects and from several viewpoints at 
the same time. Because of this process, 
the work was often described as evoking 
a sense of simultaneity. As such the initial 
subject of the painting grew less and 
less familiar, becoming increasingly more 
difficult to identify.
Cubism
This was one of the earliest forms of art that began to concern 
itself, in part, with the concept of abstraction. Though cubism had 
been the initiator in the painting world for abstraction, one could 
argue that the movement merely skimmed the surface in terms of 
the potentialities of the complete abstraction of form. Fer asserts 
that  “...cubism had led art to the very brink of abstract art without 
surrendering to it entirely.”5 Here, Fer is careful to discern that 
cubism was only the first iteration in a series of projects that would 
ultimately lead to what would be later known as pure abstraction.
The Glass of Absinthe by Picasso (Figure 2) is a fitting example, 
expressing this phenomenon of multiple views of objects within a 
single composition. Viewing the work as a whole, it is difficult to 
distinguish any object in particular; Figure 3 helps to clarify this.
In Figure 3, the objects are clearly identified by isolating themselves 
from the rest of the composition. In the interest of time we will only 
focus on one object, the absinthe glass, situated at the right center 
of the painting.
The Point of Departure
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In this piece Picasso has fractured the glass by 
representing its reflective, refractive, and transpar-
ent properties, and also by depicting it in multiple 
views. The stem of the glass is situated diagonally 
to, and slightly separated from, the top of the glass. 
The top of the glass, or the bowl, is depicted as a 
simple rectangular shape. Directly above this is the 
opening of the glass with a slightly distorted rim, 
seen from the top view. Though, the orientation in 
which the rim of the glass is presented would not 
be able to be seen in this way from where the ob-
server is in the picture, he provides this top view by 
superimposing it on the current, two-dimensional 
view. This is made clear in Figure 4. 
In just the study of the absinthe glass, it becomes 
apparent how Picasso makes the initial subject less 
and less familiar but is still able to retain certain 
properties of it, allowing the subject to be recog-
nized through careful analysis. Because of this, the 
work is not purely abstract, but merely an abstrac-
tion of a subject.
The analysis in Figure 4 also helps to describe the 
repetition and multiple views of the stem of the 
glass, consistent with the idea of simultaneity. The 
stem of the glass, represented as a knob with a 
triangular base uses the knob as a pivot point. Here, 
the observer is able to see how the knob of the 
stem becomes the cross-section of a cylinder on the 
left, using the knob as the pivot point. Above this, 
is a related form that recalls the stem of the original 
glass though it is shifted and fractured into three 
sections: lower stem, knob, and upper stem. A 
shape reminiscent to this stem is seen on the other 
side of the original stem. Above this, is a partial 
circle and a rectangular shape that echo the form of 
the upper part of the glass.
text
Figure 2. Pablo Picasso, Malagá, Spain 1881 - 1973. Glass of Absinthe (Le Verre d’absinthe), 
1911. Oil on canvas. 38.4 x 46.4 cm. Mrs. F. Prentiss Fund, 1947. 
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Figure 3. Pablo Picasso, Oberlin. Glass of Absinthe.1911. 
08
Figure 3. Pablo Picasso, Oberlin. Diagram - Glass of Absinthe.1911. 
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Suprematism
In the years prior to the Bolshevik Revolution, Russia developed 
it’s own style of abstract art known as Suprematism. In it’s early 
conception, artists applied cubist aesthetics to their work quite 
literally. It is not coincidence that the early work of Malevich, leader 
of the Suprematist movement, was quite similar to that of Picasso 
(see Figures 5 and 6). Here it is clear that Malevich was working in a 
manner reminiscent of Picasso as his “Woman at a Poster Column” 
seems to base itself upon the same general principles that Picasso’s 
“Composition: Bowl of Fruit and Sliced Pear” does. The work 
deals with the fragmentation of a subject or multiple subjects, the 
overlapping of various elements in an attempt to defamiliarize the 
point of origin, and the formal organization of the image to produce 
a condition of figure-ground. 
Figure 5. Malevich, Woman at a Poster Column 1914. Oil and 
collage on canvas, 71 x 64 cm, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.
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The idea of collage is most significant for abstrac-
tion because it signified, even more than traditional 
cubist paintings, a shift in traditional representation. 
Here, elements of a similar style were superim-
posed upon one another and though the identifica-
tion of a subject may be discernible, the goal was 
to attempt to produce a work that distanced itself 
in one way or another from a realistic rendering of 
the subject. But as Suprematism began to develop, 
it became more clear that cubism served merely a 
point of departure. As such, the work divorced itself 
from the visual complexity consistent with cubism 
and took on a more simple aesthetic, expressing 
itself through basic, geometric forms. 
This reductive approach was not solely an attempt 
at differentiating itself stylistically from previous 
movements, but was also accompanied by a much 
larger philosophical basis of universality and the 
collective, which was inextricably linked to the 
rising socialist sentiment of the time. In this way, 
the Suprematist movement explored the depths of 
abstraction that Cubists had just begun to acknowl-
edge. As such, many scholars cite Suprematism 
as the first project to successfully immerse itself in 
pure abstraction.
Malevich’s work becomes even more radical, 
completely distancing itself from any subject matter 
whatsoever, effectively creating an abstract art with 
“no connection to the external world.”6 In doing 
this he attempted to concern his work with a higher 
reality, creating a new consciousness which he 
referred to as the fourth dimension. He advocated 
that divorcing one’s work from a preoccupation with 
natural phenomena facilitated a purer expression 
of the inner-realities and essence of the piece. This 
is most apparent in his painting “Black Square” 
(Figure 7). This piece expresses a sense of fantasy 
by creating a scenario where, due to the lack of a 
human figure, the observer must place their own 
body in the scene, forcing a projection of their own 
meaning and understanding of the work. This again 
attempts to reinforce the idea of a multiplicity of in-
terpretations of a work, which Malevich felt brought 
a sense of open-endedness and universality to the 
work.7
Figure 7. Malevich, Black Square 1915. Oil on canvas, 79.5 x 79.5 cm, Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.Figure 6. Pablo Picasso, Composition: Bowl of Fruit and Sliced Pear 1914. Wallpaper, gouache and 
plumbago on cardboard, 35 x 2 cm, Hermitage, St. Petersburg (originally in S. Shchukin Collection). 
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Purism
The Purist painting style, an offshoot 
of Cubism, was led collectively by 
Ozenfant, a painter, and Le Corbus-
ier, an architect. The movement was 
critical of the recent Cubist style, 
understanding it as a one that was 
chaotic and unpure. Within their 
newfound movement they called 
for a return to clean, ordered forms, 
aligning with the modern machine 
age. This began to evoke conver-
sations concerning the concepts 
of modularity and compositional 
systems of regulation. The general 
principles of their movement were 
described in their book After Cubism 
and extended through their maga-
zine L’Epirit Nouveau. 
Primary sensations were constant and universal for every individual 
whereas secondary sensations were more subjective and related to 
each observer’s cultural and personal connection to the work. They 
were careful not to claim that one sensation was more important 
than the other, but that each painting should appeal to both sensa-
tions through a varied use of primary forms and colors. 
Ozenfant and Corbusier described Purism as “...an association 
of purified, related, and architectured elements.”8 To achieve this 
purification they used primary forms and colors because they held 
standard properties that would allow for the creation of plastic 
language. In their manifesto they differentiated between primary 
and secondary sensations. 
Figure 9. Le Corbusier, Still Life, 1920, Metropolitan Museum of Modern Art, New York - Oil on 
canvas, 80.9 x 99.7 cm
Figure 8. Le Corbusier. Diagram Still Life, 1920. 
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“ Superior sensations of a mathematical order can 
be born only of a choice of primary elements with 
secondary resonance.”9
Purism, though distancing itself from Cubism still 
held traces of the style. This is seen in the manip-
ulation of objects within these compositions. Le 
Corbusiers Still Life of 1920 is a strong example of 
this. In the diagram, (Figure 8), one is able to see 
how Le Corbsier manipulates objects such as the 
top rim of the glass bottle and the cylinder to pres-
ent the top view of the object in a frontal, flattened 
view. Though much more pure and calculated, this 
condition echoes the simultaneous viewpoints as 
described in Cubist paintings. 
This style of painting also spilled over into Le 
Corbusier’s architecture. In Figure 10, the relation-
ship between Villa Garches and his Still Life of 1920 
becomes evident. The layering and stratification 
of different elements and larger systems within 
his building is rooted in the principles expressed 
through his painting style. This overlap between 
disciplines is something that becomes even more 
explicit in de Stijl work. 
Figure 11. Le Corbusier, Villa Garches, Garches, France, 1927.Figure 10. Le Corbusier, Diagram Villa Garches.
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DE
STIJL
Figure 12. Van Doesburg, Compositie in dissonanten, 1919. Oil on canvas, 
63.5 x 58,5 cm. Oeffentliche Kunstsammlung, Basel. The other five panels 
show studies, the dimensions and whereabouts are unknown. Published in De 
Hollandsche revue 24, no. 8 (1919), pp. 470-476
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In 1917, in the wake of the recent 
war, Theo van Doesburg, Piet Mon-
drian, and other creatives founded 
an artistic and cultural movement 
that would come to be known as de 
Stijl. The movement originated as a 
magazine that attempted to make art 
more accessible to the general pub-
lic. The publication advocated for 
the integration of the arts, primarily 
showcasing the work of visual artists, 
architects, and other creative works. 
The artists felt that it was necessary 
to purify various disciplines (archi-
tecture, painting, sculpture, etc...) by 
understanding them at their most 
fundamental levels, allowing them to 
merge these arts, effectively uniting 
them in a well-balanced relation-
ship.10
De Stijl
In its early development, de Stijl was largely influenced by Cubism 
and its methods of abstraction. Van Doesburg, for example would 
often start his work with a subject and manipulate it by gradually 
reducing it to a series of lines and planes. This process is de-
scribed in Figure 12. In his piece, Compositie in dissonanten, one 
can trace the process that van Doesburg applies to his subject, ul-
timately reducing her to a series of lines and planes differentiated 
only by size and color. Over time, de Stijl artists began to engage 
in a debate concerning the proper way of achieving abstraction 
and whether it was appropriate to use a subject and defamiliarize 
it by representing it through basic geometric forms, what they 
referred to as abstracted form. Or, it was more true to the idea of 
abstraction to entirely disregard the subject entirely, effectively 
creating a work of art that had absolutely no resemblance or trace 
of natural phenomena, what they referred to as pure abstraction.
Abstraction within de Stijl
Figure 13. Van Doesburg, Lena in 
interieur, 1917. Pencil and gouache 
on paper, 7 x 19.4 cm. Rijksdienst 
Beeldende Kunst, The Hague .
Figure 15. Van Doesburg, Lena in 
interieur, 1917. Ink on paper, 33.5 
x 22 cm. Private collection. 
15
De Stijl saw the potential in integrating the arts, but 
this idea wasn't original to the de Stijl movement. In 
this case we will focus specifically on the interaction 
between painting and architecture and it's lineage 
up to and through this time period. Throughout 
history there were moments of overlap that may 
have served as a basis for their argument.
The earliest intersection between painting and 
architecture can be traced back to Pompeii and 
its interior wall-paintings. The paintings depicted 
architectural elements such as masonry blocks, 
architectural columns, and ornamental objects such 
as human figures and depictions of nature (Figures 
15 and 16). These paintings brought a sense of 
extravagance to the interior of the houses of those 
that often would not be able to afford the architec-
tural elements that they were representing. They 
typically used color, shade and shadow to represent 
depth. And as such, this style displayed some of the 
earliest examples of perspective, creating a three 
dimensional world on a two dimensional surface. 
Painting and Architecture: The Overlap
Throughout his lifetime van Doesburg was cited for 
his reluctance to distance his work from expressing 
traditionalist undertones as some of his paintings 
still retained traces of natural phenomena, see 
Figures 13 and 14. In these examples it becomes 
clear how van Doesburg’s final compositions still 
held much of the quality of the initial subject. This is 
largely due to his initial training in classical painting. 
Piet Mondrian had gone through a similar process 
but was more successful in completely dislocating 
his art from any sense of subject. This becomes 
clear after viewing his progression from a traditional 
aesthetic to one that is radically abstract, see figure 
8.
Compositionally, de Stijl held similar interests to 
Cubism, but differed entirely in its philosophical 
backing. This theme of abstraction within de Stijl 
was a response to the tumultuous and uncertain 
time period directly following World War I. In this 
period, many felt that the world was in a state of 
transition, and the formation of a new world was 
underway. Artists took it upon themselves to create 
an art that addressed this understanding, express-
ing ideas of a newer, future society; and abstraction 
was the means of achieving this. 
Producing work that abstracted a subject or was 
completely devoid of a subject was a way of creat-
ing an art that divorced itself from traditional means 
of representation and from a depiction of the 
natural world. In doing this, the work operated in a 
higher realm. In this respect it paralleled Suprema-
tism. But where Suprematism was less structured in 
its formal strategy, de Stijl was much more rigorous, 
following a strict artistic ideology known as neoplas-
ticism.
Neo-plasticism provided the compositional 
parameters de Stijl artists were to work within (see 
introduction). These guidelines helped to inform an 
art that was completely detached from the natural 
world, effectively shifting its focus from that of the 
individual to that of the collective. This shift facilitat-
ed an expression of universality, allowing the work 
to engage in a dialogue with the world around it. As 
stated earlier, de Stijl encompassed more than just 
painting, extending its reach to sculpture, furniture, 
architecture, and other arts. For the sake of this 
thesis, I will focus on the manifestation of neo-plas-
ticism in architecture.
Figure 15. Pompeii VI 15, I House of the Vetti. Oecus q, detail of 
east wall. Soon after A.D. 62.
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In 1420, Brunelleschi, reintroduced perspective 
through his studies of Ancient Greek and Roman 
paintings. He began to take the this concept of 
perspective and apply it to his own work, allow-
ing concepts explored in painting to inform his 
architectural work--thus the overlap. The interiors 
of his churches such as San Lorenzo, makes evident 
the application of perspective in his process of 
design (see figures 17 and 18). In figure 17, looking 
towards the entrance of the church, it becomes 
clear how Brunelleschi used perspective as a tool to 
help strengthen the performance of his work. Here, 
he creates a rhythm by placing the columns in the 
nave’s arcade equal distance from one another. The 
cornices above also act as regulating lines reinforc-
ing this condition of directionality and movement 
towards (or from) the entrance. He capitalizes on 
this by allowing the doorway to act as the vanishing 
point, from which these elements radiate.
In Figure 18, he creates a dialogue between the 
arches of the nave and the arches of the chapel 
where the arches of the chapel are scaled down in 
relation the arches in the nave. The perspectival 
relationship between these two systems suggests 
a continuation of space out past the exterior walls 
of the church, effectively extending the boundar-
ies of the church. These are just two of the many 
examples of this overlap present in Brunelleschi’s 
architecture. This understanding had also resonated 
with architects during the modernist movement, 
namely Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe.
“The conception of design, as the common root 
of all the arts, that is, as the designation of the 
absolute value of form, is therefore very closely 
related to the conception of perspective: perspec-
tive is actually the method of design in so far as it is 
absolute representation.”11
Though Mies denies any de Stijl influence in his 
Project for a Brick Country House (Figure 20), it 
is apparent that he was at the least, working in 
a similar manner. The relationship between van 
Doesburg’s Russian Dance (Figure 19) and the plan 
of this project is not coincidental. In this, Mies has 
understood the underlying formal logic to van 
Doesburg’s piece and has allowed it to manifest 
itself in the plan of his Brick Country House. Here, 
he rarely allows interior walls to meet at the corner, 
rather setting them up in a fashion to slip past one 
another producing a series of transparent condi-
tions between adjacent interior spaces. The exterior 
walls extend past the designated footprint of the 
site, suggesting a extension of the project out past 
it’s boundaries. Both of these formal tactics are fun-
damental to the work of the de Stijl artists and their 
linkage to this project in particular is undeniable.
“It is thus impossible to distinguish Brunelleschi’s 
researches on perspective from his artistic activity, 
that is to say, from his architecture....”12
This gave the impression that the interior spaces of 
the building extended out past the walls, interact-
ing with the landscape around it, (Figure 16). This 
idea of perspective in representation dissipated 
and later resurfaced in it’s overlap with architecture 
during the Italian Renaissance.
Figure 16. Second Style decoration from PompeiiVII Ins. 
Occ., 39. c. 40-30 B.C. Naples, Archaeological Museum 8594.
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Figure 17. Filippo Brunelleschi, San Lorenzo, Florence, Italy, 1490. Figure 18. Filippo Brunelleschi, San Lorenzo, Florence, Italy, 1490.
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Figure 19. Theo van Doesburg, 
Rhythm of a Russian Dance, 1918. 
Oil on canvas, 135.9 x 61.6 cm, Lillie 
P. Bliss Bequest. 
Figure 20. Mies van der Rohe, Brick Country House, Potsdam-Neu-
babelsberg, Plan, 1964. 
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As demonstrated earlier there was great 
deal of overlap between architecture 
and painting as architects had, in various 
respects, allowed painting to influence 
their work compositionally and formally, 
and vice versa. De Stijl also played a part 
in this relationship and much of the work 
of Mondrian and van Doesburg served 
as the point of departure for various 
architectural projects. 
De Stijl Architecture
The Schroeder House
One could argue that Rietveld’s Schroeder House is the 
ultimate work of de Stijl architecture. Located in the outskirts 
of Utrecht, the project is situated on a small piece of land, 
bordered on its Northwest face by a series of row houses. The 
house was designed in a manner consistent to that of neo-
plasticism, comprised of straight lines and rectangular planes. 
The pieces were arranged asymmetrically to allow the various 
elements of the house to be either parallel or perpendicular to 
each other. Though common for Rietveld to use modulation as 
his basis for design, here he decided to forgo this, designing 
entirely by sight, arranging the projects various components by 
sensing their location in space in relation to each other. 
Within the movement there was much debate concerning how 
and if the concept of neo-plasticism was able to manifest itself 
in the built form. Mondrian was very much against this idea 
of cross-fertilization, explaining that the purity of neo-plasti-
cism would be compromised when forced to operate in three 
dimensions, “What was achieved in art must for the present be 
limited to art. Our external environment cannot yet be realized 
as the pure plastic expression of harmony.”13 Still, many chal-
lenged his position.
What sets the Schroeder House apart from other works of de 
Stijl is its ability to produce a cohesiveness among the various 
elements of the project without compromising their ability 
to retain their visual independence. Brown elaborates on this 
idea, asserting that  “Each element keeps its visual identity 
while interacting with the others to create the whole. Individ-
uality was strictly maintained; the house is - but what is more 
important, appears to be - assembled of separate parts.”14 
This sense of independence he argues is established by three 
conditions: overlapping, separation, and color.
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Figure 21. Gerrit Rietveld, Schroeder house, Utrecht, Netherlands IL, 1924.
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Figure 22. Gerrit Rietveld, Schroeder house, Utrecht, Netherlands, 1924.
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Figure 23
Figure 24
Figure 25Figures 23-25. Gerrit Rietveld, Schroeder house, Utrecht, Netherlands, 1924.
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The overlapping of planes and lines allows the 
project to emphasize the separation of its architec-
tural components. For example, the ‘I’ beam on the 
south-west face of the project extends itself past 
the edges of the balcony and roof. (Figure 23) The 
member is also recessed so as not to align with 
these horizontal planes at their corners. In allowing 
the beam to align with the balcony and roof at its 
corners this would have produced a more static 
condition. In separating these pieces, Rietveld 
effectively enhances the dynamic quality of the 
building. He also allows planes to overlap each 
other. One type of overlapping is the intersection of 
planes to produce a slotted effect, (Figures 22 and 
24). A second type is when planes meet at a corner 
perpendicular to one another, but rather than 
ending at this intersection, one of them extends 
itself beyond it (Figures 24 and 25). The third type 
of overlapping is where planes are superimposed 
and the independence of each plane is retained 
because generally their edges terminate in different 
places (Figure 24).
Overlapping
The distinction of architectural elements is also 
achieved by means of separation. By physically de-
taching planes, lines, and edges from one another, 
creating voids between elements or allowing glass 
to fill these voids, Rietveld places emphasis on the 
distinction between these components. One can 
look to the previous images to find this condition. 
Separation
Consistent to the neoplastic ideal, Rietveld assigns 
colors to various elements of the building, making 
use of the primary colors: red, blue, yellow and the 
non-colors: white, black, and shades of gray. Brown 
states that “...by the colors’ tendency to advance 
and recede they help to modulate the space and to 
lighten the substance of the building.”15 The planes 
are demarcated as separate items by their ranging 
from light to dark as seen in the absolute white of 
the vertical balcony plane and the black windows 
directly behind it (Figure 24). 
Color
Two main aesthetic conditions occur from the 
formal arrangement of various elements; exterior 
and interior spaces merge together and the mass 
of the building is diminished. Solids, though literally 
connected are optically disassociated and the visual 
continuity of material is not present. Surfaces and 
lines which are used to define space, are linked, but 
not continuously and this creates the effect that the 
relationship between inside and outside space is 
united where the material differs from one another. 
Spatial Relationships
In Figure 22, the vertical balcony slab disengages 
itself from the wall behind it, creating a space be-
tween them. Here, the architect uses air to reinforce 
this condition of separation. Another example is 
seen in the corner window where the roof separates 
itself from the corner wall. Here the gap isn’t left va-
cant like in the previous example, but is rather filled 
with glass, effectively producing the same condition 
of separation.
In certain cases, Rietveld will also manipulate color 
to allow a fusion of architectural elements, reject-
ing the theme of separation in order to achieve 
grander, more significant moves. For example the 
lintels on the south-west face are painted black in 
an effort to erase them visually (Figure 23). Glass 
appears black when viewed from a lighter space, 
for example from the buildings exterior when there 
is sunlight. If the lintels happened to be any color 
other than black, they would contrast with the black 
color of the windows behind it, thus emphasizing 
their existence. 
This condition of sameness between the lintels and 
the glass creates the effect that the vertical surfaces 
of glass meet the roof and balcony without dis-
ruption when in reality there is a sizable amount of 
material beneath them. It looks as though the glass 
is supporting the roof and balcony.
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When Wright had entered into architecture in the 
1880s, the Shingle Style was the prominent way of 
designing houses. His primary critique of this style 
was that rooms were often box-shaped aligning 
with western tradition from earlier times, and was 
quite predictable. He started to re-envision what 
the interior of buildings could look like, and started 
at dismantling this idea of the ‘traditional box.’
Wright and the 
Destruction of the Box
An early example of this experimentation is appar-
ent in his Ross House in at Delavan Lake. (Figure 
26). In this project, it is important to identify the 
spatial relationship between the dining and living 
rooms. Here, one is able to understand how Wright 
addresses the traditional room at its corners. The 
corner is dissolved where the living and dining 
room meet, allowing the penetration of one space 
into the other. This is differs entirely from the tradi-
tional Shingle Style layout.
The idea of visual space is also present within this 
project, where the sight of the observer extends 
past the spatial intersection of these rooms. Differ-
ing from the traditional face-to-face arrangement 
of rooms in the Shingle Style, Wright places rooms 
diagonal to one another. Through this, he is able 
to provide a view into successive rooms without 
revealing the entire space. 
The building’s mass is also influenced by the 
elements’ disparate quality. Because each element 
retains its independence, one understands the 
continuous surfaces as planes and not necessarily 
as objects that constitute mass. One is able to 
experience mass indirectly through the boundaries 
that define it: surfaces, edges, and corners. In the 
case of this project though one is forced to see sur-
face as plane, which causes the observer to sense, 
and at times see, it’s opposite side. Because of this 
phenomenon the plane no longer operates as a 
boundary of mass but rather a definer of volume.
The amalgamation of neoplastic ideals in architec-
ture was most fully-realized in Rietveld’s Schroeder 
House. Though not as explicit or exhaustive, there 
are a number of projects that have paralleled 
concepts present within neo-plasticism. I am not 
suggesting that these projects were directly influ-
enced by this neo-plasticism but rather that they 
have operated in a similar manner.
The discontinuity in material effectively produces a 
condition of spatial continuity. One could conceptu-
alize this condition as a form of phenomenal trans-
parency, which Rowe describes as the condition of 
the inter-penetration of two or more figures without 
creating the optical destruction of one another. 16
By suggesting space instead of literally defining 
it, Wright creates a space that depends upon the 
experience and observation of the viewer, known as 
empirical space.17 This space is largely understood 
and constituted by the observer rather than being 
defined explicitly, on its own.
Brooks asserts that “By visually extending space, 
Wright achieved a sense of expansiveness that the 
actual dimensions of the building would seem to 
deny.”18 This lengthening of sight echoes the neo-
plastic idea of the extension of elements outside 
of its set boundaries as a way of engaging with the 
universal. Brunelleschi also achieved in producing 
this perspectival extension in his San Lorenzo proj-
ect by creating a proportional game between the 
arches of the nave and the arches of the chapel.
Figure 26. Frank Lloyd 
Wright, Charles S. Ross 
house, Delavan Lake, WI, 
1902, plan (Hitchcock, In the 
Nature of Materials).
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Wright in his Ross House also succeeds in dissolv-
ing the corners on the outer walls of the building, 
which becomes apparent when viewing the rela-
tionship between the living room and the veranda. 
Here, he uses glass doors as buffers, separating 
walls from one another, eliminating what would 
be a right angle. Looking down the length of the 
walls, one’s sight is not cut off by the corner but is 
extended to the veranda, through the glass doors. 
On the left wall, there is no inside corner to define 
the separation between the dining and living room 
and so it begins to operate more as a plane, rather 
than a wall. Once the wall was completely free of its 
corners, it operated as a plane and now had much 
more mobility and is consistent with what we’ve 
seen in the Schroeder House. By doing this, Wright 
effectively destroys the idea of the room as a box. 
This progression is described in Figure 27.
Wright also addresses the idea of the interaction of 
internal and external spaces, as described earlier in 
the Schroeder House. In his prairie houses the walls 
lose their role as definers of space as they are bro-
ken into piers and screens. Horizontal components 
within these projects often gave the appearance 
that they were unsupported at their ends becoming 
cantilevered roofs and balconies that worked to 
reinforce this interaction between the interior and 
exterior. This condition is made apparent in his 
Robie House (Figure 28).
Figure 28. Frank Lloyd Wright, Robie house, Chicago, IL, 1910. Figure 27. Diagram. Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians. 1st ed. Vol. 38. Berkely: U of 
California, 1979. N. pag. Print.
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Eisenman’s House Series
In Eisenman’s house series he also works in a man-
ner similar to neo-plasticism. Though his houses 
take on a de Stijl aesthetic, one could argue that 
he is more concerned with the idea of abstraction. 
In his series, he attempts to dislocate architectural 
objects from their cultural meanings instead allow-
ing the object to be about itself, what he defines as 
the autonomous object. He critiques modernism, 
claiming that it partially dealt with this issue in its 
rejection of ornamentation and the historicism of 
the Beaux-Arts, but fell short when it “...failed to 
question the accumulated traditions of the institu-
tions of dwelling.”19
Eisenman applies this agenda to the house typol-
ogy, possibly because of the deep-seated cultural 
meanings embedded in various elements of the 
house. For example, in his House I project (Figure 
29), he deals with themes of signification, function, 
and objecthood. He states that these three con-
cepts are what constitute an architectural object. 
And both signification and function are able to be 
manipulated, but objecthood, the properties of an 
entity’s physical presence, cannot. He suggests that 
signification and function are related to the cultural 
or given meaning of the architectural object and 
objecthood is not. 
His first two projects concerned themselves with the 
idea of signage, but in order to achieve full auton-
omy of the architectural object, it was necessary to 
remove the designer from the architecture. Eisen-
man claims that, “Autonomy...depends on distanc-
ing both the architect from the design process and 
the object from a traditional history. The object’s 
own history, generated through an internalized de-
sign process, displaces the traditional history of the 
architectural object” and is thus self-generating.20 
And so in his later houses his aim was to create the 
idea of a self-propelled architecture, to produce an 
architecture that seemed to design itself.
In both of these efforts Eisenman is working in 
a way that parallels the idea of abstraction and 
self-reference within neo-plasticism. In painting ab-
straction was achieved by allowing basic geometric 
forms to represent the subject of the work, ultimate-
ly removing the subject and the natural qualities 
of the painting. This would allow the painting to 
operate in another dimension, engaging itself 
with the universal. Eisenman attacks this from an 
architectural standpoint by creating an architecture 
that is separate from any meaning or any natural 
or human qualities. In doing this, he creates a work 
that becomes self-reflexive and thus, universal.
The aim in his first house was to isolate the archi-
tectural sign by separating the architectural object 
from its meaning and function. He does this by 
placing two beams at the entrance of the building, 
suspending them horizontally. One extends from a 
wall and the other from beneath a glass slot, both 
terminating at a column. Through its placement, it 
is clear that the columns are not working to support 
the building and by doing this he strips the columns 
of their meaning and function, allowing them to 
express themselves solely as an architectural sign. 
In House II (Figure 30) he also addresses this idea of 
signage but achieves it through exaggeration and 
redundancy. The house has two systems of support, 
columns and walls, which together are sufficient in 
supporting the building. By creating an excess of 
structure was a way of expressing the objectiveness 
of the architectural component.
Figure 29. House I. Tracing 
Eisenman Complete 
Works. New York: Rizzoli, 
2006. Print.
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Figure 30. Eisenman, Peter. House II. Digital image. Eisenman Architects. N.p., n.d. Web. 11 Dec. 2016.
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Eisenman’s House VI built upon issues that he presented in his previous 
houses. For example, when he creates a set of stairs but they are upside 
down, rendering them unusable (Figure 31). In this, he is separating the 
function and given meaning of the staircase, allowing it to only be seen 
as an object. He pushes this even further by painting the conventional set 
of stairs green and the other ‘objective’ set of stairs red, reinforcing the 
differences in their purpose. He allows these motives to transform and 
mature in this project as he begins to question how the object is seen 
versus how it is interpreted. Often architecture conflated these two distinct 
experiences into one. So within this house he attempted to create a “...
perceptual system dislocated and operating separately from the concep-
tual system.”21 
The project is inherently Euclidean, having a frontal orientation, but many 
aspects are not continuous. There are inconsistencies in composition and 
proportion, and a lack of dynamic balance. These aspects work together 
to counter conventional perceptual relationships. 
More specifically, the juxtaposition of solids and voids creates a condi-
tion that is only understood when the mind realizes that they are not in 
their correct location, effectively requiring a level of mental engagement 
from the observer. Upon this realization, one must mentally reorder these 
incorrectly-placed elements, and their size, shape, and juxtaposition help 
to initiate these understandings. 
Figure 31. House VI Interior. Tracing Eisenman Complete Works. New York: Rizzoli, 2006. Print.
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This thesis will position itself on a site in Northern 
Liberties, Philadelphia on the Delaware River. The 
building will function as a museum, serving as a 
repository of various works of de Stijl paintings, 
sculpture, furniture, and architecture. This will 
aim to highlight important events within the de 
Stijl movement, situating itself within in its histor-
ical context as well as explaining its ideological 
approach to design. The design of the building 
will add to this experience, as it will be designed in 
a  neoplastic manner similar to the work of the de 
Stijl, which will help to reinforce the relevance of the 
neoplastic project today. 
In lieu of walls, a series of planes will be used 
in defining the general exhibition spaces within 
the building. Rather than explicitly defining the 
boundaries of these spaces, the organization of 
these planes will suggest a general area within 
which these viewings are to take place. This flexible 
programming will allow for the flow of visitors from 
one exhibition to the next promoting a meandering 
through the program. 
Though it is necessary for the building to contain 
more generic spaces such as restrooms and storage 
areas, the gallery spaces will be the program that 
will most address the motives of this contention. 
Program and Site Considerations
(still under development)
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The Hilversum Town Hall by Dudok is a great example 
serving to illustrate various principles of neo-plasticism. 
This project expresses a monumentality through its use 
of the tall bell tower. It extends itself vertically, but also 
in planimetrically out towards the boundaries of the 
site. It becomes self-reflexive as it partially detaches 
itself from the surrounding site by placing a small pond 
between it and land. It centers itself on a large interior 
courtyard which  helps to reinforce this inward focus 
within the project. The way in which this design address-
es neoplastic concepts serve as a point of departure for 
more contemporary projects.
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Dudok’s de Bijenkorf department store, in Rotterdam, is a larger 
project that expresses neoplastic themes quite well. The strongest 
move within the project is its application of glass along the two 
main facades, counteracting the heaviness of the building. Within 
de Stijl work, glass or voids were used as a way of disconnecting 
systems from one another allowing them to be viewed as indepen-
dent, but this also aided in creating the illusion that various parts of 
the building were floating. The way in which the building manipu-
lates glass to produce effects that align with neoplastic principles is 
able to instruct projects today in how they might address ideas of 
transparency, dislocation, and weightlessness. 
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The Sonsbeek Pavilion for Sculpture by 
Rietveld expresses qualities of neo-plas-
ticism on numerous levels. Its most obvi-
ous quality is its use of planes and their 
misaligned relationship to one another 
to produce a dynamic slipping effect. 
Second, is the extension of the various 
exhibition spaces out towards the 
boundary of the project suggesting that 
it is not entirely contained by its site, but 
is continued past its defined perimeter. 
Both qualities are able to inform de Stijl 
work in a contemporary context, but 
what is strongest here is the selection 
of site. Though surrounded by nature, 
one could argue that the pavilion is far 
removed from external phenomena 
that the architect might feel a need 
to relate to. The use of manufactured 
materials contrast with the more natural 
environment around it distancing itself 
from the context in this way. The project 
is also situated on the site in a manner 
that brings an autonomous feel to the 
pavilion, allowing it to be viewed as an 
object isolated from its surroundings. 
This project’s selection of site is what is 
most applicable to a contemporary work 
of de Stijl architecture. It illustrates the 
influence a site may have on the presen-
tation of it’s building. 
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